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Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez has taken the first step toward a radical agrarian reform, which
could involve confiscating idle lands.
Chavez also announced on Sept. 8 that he would resurrect the Ministry of Agriculture "to give
greater importance and weight to agricultural development in the country. "I have decided to create
a new ministry, that of agriculture," said Chavez at a public function in the western state of Zulia, on
the border with Colombia, during which he gave credits and land titles to small rural producers.
Chavez abolished the Ministry of Agriculture in 1999, folding it into the Ministry of Production and
Commerce (see NotiSur, 1999-08-27). During his lengthy speech, Chavez also said he would soon
decree a new Land Law (Ley de Tierras) through the special powers granted him by the Asamblea
Nacional last October, which are set to expire Nov. 13. He said idle lands would be taxed and
property titles the government gave to small producers would be revoked if the lands were not put
into production.
The goal is "to transform idle lands into productive lands," said Chavez. Chavez said the new
legislation would establish a land classification system, which would determine which lands
would be affected. In some cases, lands could be expropriated. "Today's act is a step toward the
implementation of the Law of Lands and Rural Development by the revolution, so there can finally
be justice in the distribution and use of land," said Chavez during the ceremony to award titles for
some 42,000 hectares of property held by the Instituto Agrario Nacional.
Chavez called on large landowners who have idle land to voluntarily turn it over to the state, adding
that, if they do not, they will find themselves on the wrong side of the law. He said land in rural
Venezuela must once again become productive. Much agricultural production in rural Venezuela
was abandoned with the arrival of the oil boom in the mid-1900s. Noting that insufficient funding
undermined previous agrarian reform attempts in Venezuela, Chavez said his government would
provide loans and technical assistance to new farmers.
As part of his "vast strategic plan" to develop the central region of the country, Chavez also
announced plans to build a new city south of Lake Maracaibo, Venezuela's western oil hub, where
the government hopes to resettle the poor from the hillside slums in Caracas. "We must eliminate
these large estates that have accumulated land and which now are mostly idle, underused, and
in which nothing is invested," Chavez said in June. In their place, he said, the government would
promote "population development centers."

Chavez finds few solutions to social problems
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 53340
ISSN: 1089-1560

Since before his election, Chavez has called for a peaceful revolution, which would benefit the
vast majority of Venezuelans who live in poverty. Nearly two years after the election, however,
and despite strong popular support, the president has had few successes. Thousands of frustrated
and desperate squatters have built shacks on private lands throughout Venezuela, increasing
the pressure on the president to respond. Analysts say the squatters have been encouraged by
Chavez's frequent denunciations of the landholding elite and by the failure of the earlier landreform program to broaden land ownership.
A 1998 census showed that 60% of Venezuela's rural land is owned by less than 1% of the
population. The same survey showed that, of about 115,000 sq km given campesinos under a 1961
land reform, nearly 90% of it eventually ended up back in the hands of large landholders. "The
economic crisis that has affected the farming sector for decades has forced most of these lands to
pass into the hands of those who weren't supposed to benefit," said Gen. Wilfredo Silva, president
of the Instituto Agrario Nacional. "We have our suspicions about the legality of the titles that these
new owners have."
Jose Luis Betancourt, president of the Asociacion Nacional de Ganaderos, is concerned that Chavez
could "ignore our right to property with the excuse that idle lands will be expropriated, or have
restrictions placed on their use, while doing nothing to stop the invasions." He said, "There is no
state of law or judicial security in this country. It doesn't matter to them that they are decapitalizing
an important economic sector." Other critics of Chavez's government have said his political agenda,
including the land law, has deterred investment, raising unemployment and violent crime.
Venezuela is enjoying high oil prices and one of Latin America's healthiest growth rates. GDP
growth was 3.2% in 2000, unemployment is down from 15% in December to 13% in August, and
inflation is projected to end the year at 10%, a 15-year low. But the president's inflammatory
speeches may be adding to the country's problems, say his critics, especially in contributing to
capital flight. They say the president's threats to confiscate idle property and punish financial
speculators have prompted many Venezuelans to change their bolivares into dollars and put
them in foreign accounts. As individuals and companies, fearing possible exchange controls, have
transferred funds overseas, international reserves have been reduced by nearly US$1 billion a
month.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

